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The Argentine judiciary has begun investigating former top executives of the Argentina subsidiary
of US-based Ford Motor Company during the 1976-1983 civilian-military dictatorship for crimes
against humanity: kidnapping, torture, murder, and disappearance of persons. The executives could
face life sentences (NotiSur, Dec. 2, 2011).
On Feb. 18, the former president of the multinational Nicolás Enrique Courard and three former
executives, Pedro Müller, Guillermo Galarraga, and Héctor Jesús Sibilla, joined the list of civilians
under investigation for collusion with the military and benefitting from that collusion. During those
bloody years, the regime's policies left 30,000 disappeared, thousands murdered, some 500 babies
taken from their parents and given new identities, and tens of thousands of exiles.
The Ford case began two months after Carlos Pedro Blaquier, the "sugar czar," one of the most
powerful tycoons in the country, was charged with the same crimes in the Ledesma case. It kicks off
a year in which opening dates have been set in a series of cases that will examine the complicity of
the business sector with the dictatorship, through trials of executives of the largest multinationals
operating in the country. In all the cases, the companies participated in the repression in exchange
for the disappearance of union activists or their defense lawyers.
The first trial of company executives occurred in March 2012 and involved Loma Negra, Argentina's
largest cement company with subsidiaries in several South American countries. Two civilians
were sentenced to 15 years in prison for the kidnapping and disappearance of labor lawyer Carlos
Moreno.
Moreno had filed several lawsuits against the company after discovering that workers in the area
where cement was bagged died at a much younger age, on average, than other workers at the plant.
Moreno found that, because of poor occupational-health conditions, workers were contracting
silicosis, a lung disease caused by prolonged breathing of silica dust. In coming months, members
of the Loma Negra board of directors during the dictatorship will be tried.
The same fate awaits, among many others, former executives of the German car manufacturer
Mercedes Benz, Italian-Argentine steel company Techint, paint factory Alba (a subsidiary of British
Imperial Chemical Industries), cookie maker Terrabusi (a subsidiary of US-based Kraft Foods),
and local newspapers Clarín, La Nación, and La Nueva Provincia. Since last year, demonstrations
recalling March 24, the ignominious date that ushered in the dictatorship, have been carried out
under the slogan "the economic groups were also the dictatorship."

Sugar tycoon responsible for "night of the blackout"
On Nov. 15, 2012, the court announced its decision to prosecute Ledesma president Blaquier. The
sugar company's main mill was in Libertador San Martín in the northern province of Jujuy. The
company owns 150,000 hectares of land and controls paper plants and oil and agriculture operations.
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Judge Fernando Poviña's investigation found Blaquier directly responsible for an incident known
as "the night of the blackout," in Libertador San Martín.
On July 20, 1976, four months after the coup that began the dictatorship, the area was left in the dark
and, during the blackout, 402 people disappeared from their homes, including mayor Luis Aredez
and two of his aides. Twenty-nine of those people were never seen again, among them Aredez,
who as a doctor had accused the company of environmental contamination. He had discovered that
the gases emitted from burning sugarcane bagasse produce bagassosis, an illness that damages the
lungs. The rest of the disappeared were workers who were union activists.
Ledesma was responsible for electricity generation and distribution in San Martín. Judge Poviña
found that the company intentionally caused the blackout and that Blaquier ordered that vehicles be
provided to transport the kidnapped people. During the investigation, Poviña took a statement from
Jorge Zorreguieta, secretary of agriculture during the dictatorship and father of Princess Máxima,
the future queen consort of the Netherlands when Queen Beatrix steps down in April.
To illustrate the importance of Blaquier's role, the judge wrote in his decision that Zorreguieta said
that, in the weeks before the coup, the owner of Ledesma "attended meetings at which a very select
group of notable business people and other civilians planned for how they would participate" in the
future regime.

Ford Argentina plant operated clandestine detention center
The Ford case has its origins in 2004, with simultaneous legal filings in courts in Argentina and Los
Angeles, California. However, accusations of the disappearance of 24 workers—all union activists
—from the multinational's plant in Pacheco, on the outskirts of Buenos Aires, have been known
since the day the dictatorship ended in December 1983. The New York Times reported on it in 2002,
according to La Nación.
Judge Alicia Vence is heading the investigation. Before beginning the latest round of interrogations,
the judge inspected the industrial site accompanied by 10 surviving workers who, one by one,
recognized the installations and explained where those who were kidnapped were interrogated
under torture and how the Ford detention camp operated.
La Nación wrote that, "based on the testimony of one victim, union delegate Pedro Troiani, Larry
Rohter, the New York Times correspondent at the time in Argentina, exposed the ties between the
Ford executives and the dictatorship, as well as the existence of an illegal detention center at the
Pacheco plant." The suit filed on Jan. 23, 2004, in the courts in Los Angeles and Buenos Aires alleged
that the clandestine jail began to operate on the day of the coup.
"What we are looking for is accountability. We have come to the conclusion that Ford is responsible
for these acts, and we want them to admit that," said Argentine lawyer Tomás Ojea Quintana, who
filed the suits along with his US counterpart Paul Hoffman of the California firm of Schonbrun, De
Simone, Seplow, Harris, and Hoffman.
The testimonies included in the complaint said that the detention center operated on a soccer field
on the plant's grounds, that it was run by military personnel, and that between 50 and 80 soldiers
lived there and used the company's facilities and vehicles. They also said that, "as soon as the
workers were kidnapped and brought to the jail, where they were held in degrading and inhumane
conditions, Ford sent telegrams to their homes ordering them to return to work or be fired."
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On Jan. 21, 2012, at the entrance to the Pacheco plant, Troiani made a moving statement that was
reprinted by the daily Página 12. "When they took the first compañero, we thought it was an
isolated act, but after that, another and another were kidnapped. Then, a delegate who is no longer
with us but who was an avid reader posted a paper in the locker rooms with some verses that woke
everyone up."
Troiani was referring to one of the most well-known statements by German pastor and theologian
Martín Niemöller, often erroneously attributed to German playwright and poet Bertolt Brecht:
"First they came for the communists, and I did not speak out because I was not a communist. Then,
they came for the socialists, and I did not speak out because I was not a socialist. Then they came for
the trade unionists, and I did not speak out because I was not a trade unionist. Then they came for
the Jews, and I did not speak out because I was not a Jew. Then they came for the Catholics, and I
did not speak out because I was not a Catholic. Then they came for me, and there was no one left to
speak for me."
That day on which Troiani remembered his disappeared companion and quoted Niemöller's famous
words, workers and the Secretaría de Derechos Humanos de la Nación "marked " (señalizaron) the
Ford plant. Marking a plant meant putting up posters informing the public that the site was once
a clandestine detention and torture camp, one of the more than 1,000 that the dictatorship set up in
the country. To mark this site, two posters were hung, one telling of the disappeared workers and
another indicating that the government would erect the three emblematic columns that symbolize
memory sites.
At the intersection of Avenida Panamericana and Calle Henry Ford, at the main entrance to the
Ford plant in Pacheco, the cornerstone was laid for the monument, three pillars symbolizing
memory, truth, and justice, to denounce the repression carried out in the industrial park where
Alba, Terrabusi, Techint, Mercedes Benz, and others also operated.
While 28 monuments have been erected throughout the country as part of the federal memorysite network (Red Federal de Sitios de la Memoria), the Ford site was the first, and so far the only,
monument placed in front of a private company.

-- End --
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